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More than 100 Colombian mayors have resigned this month or said they planned to after the
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) warned them that they would be considered
military targets if they failed to step down. The government has refused to accept the resignations
and said it would provide protection, but that has failed to convince the mayors. In many areas, the
rebels extended the threat to all municipal officials, effectively shutting down local governments and
raising questions about whether democracy exists under such conditions.
On June 25, the FARC broadened the threat further to cover all Colombian mayors, judges,
and municipal officials. Over half of Colombia's 32 departments have already seen collective
resignations by mayors, town councilors, and judges, and the situation is likely to worsen. The
officials find themselves between a rock and a hard place threatened by the FARC to resign and, in
many areas, threatened by the paramilitary Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) if they do.
The Federacion Colombiana de Municipios (FCM) says that, since the beginning of 2001, 14 mayors
have been killed and another 16 kidnapped. While mayors of rural towns have historically been
targets of rebels and paramilitary groups, the latest threats seem to be a new FARC strategy to
openly challenge the Colombian state and President-elect Alvaro Uribe. Uribe, elected in May on
promises to hit the rebels hard, takes office Aug. 7.

Caqueta and Huila are first to receive threats
The current campaign against mayors began in early June, when the FARC declared 16 mayors
in the department of Caqueta and seven in the department of Huila military targets. The mayors
resigned after Luis Carlos Caro Pacheco, mayor of Solita, in Caqueta department, was assassinated
on June 5. He was killed while traveling to a meeting with mayors from other cities to discuss the
rebel intimidation campaign.
On June 8, Defensor del Pueblo Eduardo Cifuentes Munoz called on the mayors not to resign
despite the threats. "The only alternative Colombia has is to defend democracy, guarantee the lives
of these people, and in that way confront this homicidal action...," said Cifuentes. He called the
FARC strategy "the most serious threat made against the Colombian state in history." Cifuentes
said the FARC was using the threats to try to "eradicate and eliminate all authority in these
departments" and create a new demilitarized zone, "an independent republic," where they can
impose their own law.
On June 17, after a special national security meeting in Neiva, capital of Huila, 304 km southeast of
Bogota, Defense Minister Gustavo Bell Lemus told the mayors that their resignations were illegal
and that they must return to their jobs. Bell said the government would take whatever measures
were necessary to protect the local officials. FCM president Gilberto Toro said if officials want to
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resign, "it should be other reasons" than pressure from the FARC. He said 48 mayors "administer
from outside their towns" for security reasons, and 37 of them are "in imminent risk" because of
threats from illegal armed groups.
Mayors today are in the "same situation that Colombia's campesinos have been in for years,"
said Marcos Romero at the Universidad Nacional de Colombia. Totally abandoned by the state,
rural residents in war-torn areas have few options: join the war, migrate to the slums surrounding
the large cities, or be killed, kidnapped, or disappeared, he said. The state is unable to protect
the mayors everywhere because no security forces are even present in 180 of the country's 1,089
municipalities, said Romero.

Other regions also threatened
On June 21, 100 officials, including nine mayors, in Arauca, an oil-rich eastern state on the border
with Venezuela, presented their resignations. But Arauca Gov. Eduardo Bernal refused to accept the
resignations on orders from the central government. However, the mayor of the city of Arauca, Jorge
Cedeno, said on June 24 that "the mass resignations stand." "This is a situation of threats against life
and the present security conditions do not guarantee governability," said Cedeno as he arrived in
Bogota to meet with Colombian President Andres Pastrana. "We evaluated all of this and decided to
resign collectively."
Meanwhile, AUC paramilitaries in Arauca issued their own threats, warning the mayors not to
resign. "We don't know what to do, because the FARC is pressuring us to resign and now the
paramilitaries tell us not to, and they also make their demands with arms," said one councilor.
Interior Minister Armando Estrada told the Arauca officials that resignations made because of the
threats would not be accepted, and he said the government would guarantee their safety.
However, to those in Arauca, the government's words rang hollow. "We are not asking the
government to fill our homes with police but to understand that, with such threats from the FARC,
it is difficult to continue working as if nothing were happening around us," said councilor Jose
Marchena. Meanwhile, mayors in the western state of Antioquia resigned en masse June 22 after
rebels warned that they would be killed if they did not quit. Antioquia has borne the brunt of much
of the fighting and kidnappings associated with the war.
In April, the FARC kidnapped Antioquia Gov. Guillermo Gaviria and former defense minister
Gilberto Echeverri Mejia as they led a peace march in a rural part of the state. They remain captives.
Antioquia acting Gov. Eugenio Prieto said he would consider whether to accept the resignations. "It
is difficult, because their lives and [state] institutions are both at stake," Prieto said. Prieto has been
serving as governor since Gaviria's kidnapping.

More departments are affected
After three mayors in northcentral Santander department resigned on June 23, local police
commander Col. Jorge Daniel Castro went on the radio to plead with the mayors to ignore the
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threats. "What will happen to all the inhabitants here" if the municipal governments dissolve?
Castro asked. The same day, the FARC threatened to kidnap or execute 20 mayors in the department
of Cundinamarca, which includes Bogota and Cali. Bogota mayor Antanas Mockus said the
guerrillas do not like the legitimacy of the mayors, who have been popularly elected. He said the
FARC should remember that it doesn't take arms to build a more just society and that the state's
response to the violence only uses resources for security that could go toward health, education,
or housing. "I wouldn't abandon the mayor's office for any reason," said Mockus, although he
admitted that mayors in small towns are much more vulnerable.

Government weighs response
Luis Alfonso Arias Aristizabal, president of the Federacion Colombiana de Gobernadores, which
has the responsibility to accept or reject the resignations, told RCN radio station that "we must not
allow" the mayors to step down, because "there is only one democracy, and all Colombians must
come out to work and defend it." Toro said he understands the government's position. "The state
cannot just allow the FARC to set up an independent territory," he said. But he called the situation
a Catch-22: "The resignations can't be accepted, but we cannot ask the mayors to let themselves be
killed either."
The government has offered the mayors bulletproof cars and vests and special communications
equipment. It has also offered to allow them to work from military bases. The mayors say it is not
enough. "The state says it will protect us with bulletproof cars and bodyguards, but what about our
families, and what happens in a year and a half when my term is over? Who will protect me then?"
asked Huber Hernandez, who shut down the municipal offices in Paujil after many employees were
threatened as well. "Even if I wanted to try to manage the town from a safer city, there's no one
there to carry out my orders."
The threats feed into the arguments of those who want the government to declare a state of siege.
Fernando Londono, who will be Uribe's minister of the interior and justice, said he wanted to return
to the state of siege that was in effect for nearly half a century in Colombia. Cifuentes has suggested
that the government decree a state of "internal commotion," one of the states of emergency
stipulated by the Constitution.
On June 25, Agency for International Development (USAID) administrator Andrew S. Natsios
said, during a visit to Colombia, that the US would give Colombia the support it needs to protect
the threatened mayors and councilors. The same day, Pastrana said the military would step up
its presence in the affected municipalities, but he did not explain how that would happen when
the military and the police have been unable to protect the municipalities in the past. For the time
being, the government has rejected declaring a state of internal commotion, which would give the
government greater powers but temporarily suspend some rights and guarantees.
The government has also dismissed the suggestion to name military mayors in the communities
involved. Cifuentes is still pushing for these measures. "If the towns are left without authorities,
not only would the result be an absolute absence of the state, but the populations would become
subjects of a de facto power," he said.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 4

LADB Article Id: 53047
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 4 of 4

